
































































Duration: 28 February – 28 May 2017
Organizers: The National Museum of Western Art / Tokyo Broadcasting Systems Television, Inc. /  
The Yomiuri Shimbun
Number of visitors: 130,484
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This exhibition was the first full-scale introduction to Japan of Théodore 
Chassériau (1819–1856), a French Romantic painting prodigy. Chassériau 
started painting study under Ingres at the age of 11, and debuted in the 
Salon at age 16. He then distanced himself from his teacher’s classical 
style, turning to the creation of numerous works filled with poesy 
and passion suited to the last days of the Romantic Movement. He 
unfortunately died at the young age of 37 in 1856. Today he is recognized 
as one of the major French Romantic painters, but the proper evaluation 
of his talents came late, and only two full retrospective exhibitions 
have been held in his homeland of France, in 1933 and again in 2002. 
This exhibition held at the NMWA focused on works from the Louvre 
collection, including his self-portrait ca. age 16, his mid period major 
work Apollo and Daphne (1845) and his later work Adoration of the 
Magi (1856). The works displayed included paintings, drawings, prints, 
and photographs, presenting an overview of Chassériau’s entire oeuvre. 
The further display of works influenced by Chassériau, such as those by 
Moreau, Puvis de Chavannes and Redon, allowed a reconsideration of his 
arts in terms of the development from Romanticism to Symbolism, and 
within the Orientalism lineage.
The exhibition opened with Section I, which focused on his early 
period works, when he showed potential as Ingres’ student and made 
his Salon debut at age 16. The 1830s also marked the late maturity 
of Romanticism in Paris. After Ingres left for Rome, Chassériau, 
who remained in Paris, furthered his interactions with the Romantic 
artistic circle, that included the poets Gautier and Nerval. He delved 
into the works of Shakespeare and Byron, and deepened his interest in 
Romanticism through the world of the theater. Section II introduced the 
works of this period that were connected to literature and the theater. 
Starting in this section, comparative works by other artists, such as 
Moreau, were included. Like his teacher Ingres, Chassériau was diligent 
in drawing from models, capturing each person’s special feature. Today 
many of his portraits and drawings that highlight the sitter’s individuality 
remain. Section III presents these portraits modeled after many of his 
family members and friends, revealing his social interactions and shining 
a light on his personal life. Section IV presented a group of Orientalist 
works, a subject that Chassériau is best known for today. Thanks to 
his trip to North Africa in 1846, he established his later period style 
characterized by rich colors and flowing, elegant brushwork occasionally 
tinged with harshness. The final section of the exhibition presented his 
murals, where he took up allegorical and religious subjects on a larger 
scale. Against the background of the July Revolution encouragement 
of mural production, Chassériau was one of the artists charged with 
creating murals to adorn the public buildings of Paris. This section was 
noteworthy for featuring the murals for the Cour des Comptes, a major 
work that remains in fragments today after being destroyed during the 
1871 Paris Commune.
Due to his relatively low name recognition, it took a long time to 
organize a Chassériau exhibition in Japan, given how difficult it was even 
in his homeland. Direct negotiations with the Louvre, home to the most 
important collection of his works, date back to around 2009. Gaining 
the understanding and sympathy for our scholarly and meaningful 
exhibition plan, we were able to attract important cooperation from 
Vincent Pomarède, then head of the Louvre’s painting department, as 
well as Chassériau’s descendants. In particular, Jean-Baptiste Nouvion, 
head of Les amis de Théodore Chassériau (the Friends of Chassériau 
organization), allowed the loan of letters exchanged by the artist and 
his circle. Their display gave a fuller, well-rounded understanding of 
both artist and his works. Conversely, budgetary concerns are a major 
problem when, as in this instance, the museum plans and organizes its 
own exhibition. However in the end we were able to get the support of 
co-organizers and financial sponsors and thus fully achieve our exhibition 
goals. We have been particularly pleased by the recognition this 
exhibition received not only from specialists, but also from the general 
public who felt that Chassériau merited such an introduction and was an 
artist who should be better known. (Megumi Jingaoka)
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